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Anthropology of Play
Cheska and some colleagues were attending a meeting on the history of physical education in Ontario, Canada, when 
they decided to organize the Association for the Anthropological Study of Play.  “There is a whole world of culture out 
there that we never looked at, and how our play … related to various cultures throughout the world,” Cheska said.  They 
called their own meeting “on the shirttails of the history of play.”  The association held conferences and promoted 
people in different academic areas to get their feet on the ground. 
“I had always enjoyed anthropology and reading about it, even when I was a youngster.  All cultures have some type of 
sport, some type of play, something that is linked closely to the culture.  It is something that deserved to be studied,” 
she added.   The Association for the Anthropological Study of Play was later renamed the Association for the Study of 
Play to include people from all academic backgrounds.
From Work to Play : The Life of 
Alyce Cheska
The Artist
Cheska first became interested in oil painting in 1971 
when she traveled to Nova Scotia, Canada, to her 
friend’s cottage.  She was awestruck by the beautiful 
scenery.  One of the ladies she was with already 
knew how to oil paint.  She taught Cheska how to 
paint with a pallet knife. 
Upon returning to Illinois, Cheska attended 
workshops and took up art classes at Parkland and at 
the University of Illinois.  Her favorite scenes to paint 
are oceans, storms and waves crashing because she 
loves the water.  She grew up just 18 blocks from 
Lake Superior, but did not learn to swim until she 
was a junior in college.  Many of her paintings were 
done on location in Nova Scotia.
Cheska was  a professor of kinesiology at the University of Illinois from 
1966 until 1988.  She was the head of the Women’s Physical Education 
Department from 1966 to 1970, and professor emeritus after 1988.  She 
holds degrees in physical education, social studies, history, and English.
Choosing a Major
There were two times Alyce Cheska's father said no.  One was when her sister wanted to play tennis professionally after high 
school. And the other was when Cheska was getting ready to go to college. She had a four-year scholarship to the University of Chicago 
to study anthropology. He looked at the cost of living in Chicago and decided that it was too expensive to send both of his daughters to 
college at the same time.
Cheska went to The University of Minnesota in Duluth, five blocks away from her house.  She said, "Big deal! I went to kindergarten 
there, the first eight grades. I knew that campus like the back of my hand. I was so mad, so mad.“  There was no anthropology major at 
the University of Minnesota in Duluth, so Cheska had to come up with something else.  She went to registration and because she was 
left handed, decided to major in whatever was on the left side of the door. It was physical education and that was her major.  Her 
mother told her to try something else too, so she double majored in whatever was on the right-hand side of the door, which was social 
studies.  She then added more majors and more minors, because she wanted to be a lifelong learner.  "I love to learn, I love to learn," 
Cheska said.
She was as born and raised in Duluth, Minnesota and there was a lake that was on a hill, Chester Park. It went all the way from the top 
of her hill to two blocks from her house, to Lake Superior there was an Indian burial ground along that river.  As a kid, she was intrigued 
by it.  "That kind of blew my mind, when I realized that all cultures have some sort of similarity in their society you just have to look for 
it, it may not be what you do."
“There is a whole world 
of culture out there that 
we never looked at, 
and how our play … 
related to various 
cultures throughout the 
world.”
“There's often a very common thread, 
such games where you use an 
instrument to get a round object, 
[which] we call batting, and we have 
batting in the rest of the world.  Kicking 
a ball –or kicking it and chasing it and 
kicking it again – it is done 
everywhere.”
1921 - Present
"That kind of blew my mind, when I realized that all cultures have 
some sort of similarity in their society.  You just have to look for it."
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